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ABSTRACT
IGNORANCE AND WANT IN THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS
(Under the Direction of Natalie Schroeder)

The process of writing this thesis to complete my requirements
for the Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College began with a
Directed Reading of five novels by Charles Dickens-Oliver
Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, Bleak House, Hard Times, and A
Christmas Carol.

My intent was to investigate poverty present

in the Victorian Era of England through these works of Charles
Dickens.

Upon further investigation, I focused my intent on

questioning the social injustice attacked in each novel and
the subsequent power that Dickens uses to fight this
injustice.

To begin with, Oliver Twist instituted a harsh

indictment on the workhouse system.

Yet, the innate goodness

found in Oliver and the good Samaritans that he meets along
the way are able to withstand the rough experiences he faces
throughout his young life.

In Nicholas Nickleby, Charles

Dickens attacks the infamous Yorkshire schools.

Once again,

it is kindness, charity, and benevolence that make a
difference for Nicholas during his journey.

Bleak House

delivers a powerful blow to the Court of Chancery and its
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resulting effects of poverty as represented by Jo, the brickmakers , and the urban slum of Tom-All-Alone's.

Though there

is textual evidence to support a despairing conclusion,
Dickens also illustrates hope for the renovation of England in
characters such as Allan Woodcourt.

Dickens' Hard Times

attacks the vast industrialization and subsequent
dehumanization of England's laborers.

Particularly seen in

the character of Stephen Blackpool, the author gives his
reader insight into the harsh realities of the daily life of
the factory worker.

To combat this dehumanization of society.

Dickens promotes the tenets of imagination and heart.
Finally, A Christmas Carol's glimpse at the past, present, and
future of the life of Ebenezer Scrooge paints a clear picture
of the many problems of the nineteenth century.

However, it.

too. demonstrates the possibility for change as witnessed in
In conclusion, I feel that

the transformation of Scrooge.

Charles Dickens' uniqueness lies in his ability to combine the
elements of social despair with his abounding personal faith
in the power of love to overcome.

It is this love that is the

hope for combating the elements of social injustice in the
works of Charles Dickens.
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INTRODUCTION
"It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it
was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it
was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity,
it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness,
it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we
had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were
all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the
other way—in short, the period was so far like the present
period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on
its being received, for good or for evil, in the
superlative degree of comparison only.
A Tale of Two Cities
Nineteenth century England experienced change—social,
economic, political, and cultural-at a pace never previously
known (Pritchard 5).

To begin with, the population increased

rapidly, from an estimated 7,500,000 in 1750, to 10,800,000 in
1801, to 23,130,000 in 1861.
the country into the towns.

In addition, people migrated from
Population in London alone swelled

from 1 million in 1801, to 4.5 million in 1880. The industrial
inventions of the late eighteenth century now bore fruit in the
spectacular increase in the production of coal, iron. steel, and
textiles.

Coupled with the rise in the factory system. the

discovery and use of steam power, improved inland transportation
using railroads, and men with capital eager to invest, these
elements all came together to produce the Industrial Revolution.
This Revolution led to an increase in resources and manpower
never before experienced.

While the growth of population did

provide needed labor for the industrial expansion, the growth was
also accompanied by massive and rapid urbanization,

Simply put.

the "technologies of the Industrial Revolution outran social
improvement

as England's new wealth failed to provide a general

prosperity for all, and population growth and movement to cities
contributed to crime and homelessness (Dunn 4).

Obviously, the

developments of the Industrial Revolution had great impact on the
social conditions of Great Britain as urban problems indeed
multiplied (Pritchard 6).
Picture these scenes of nineteenth century Victorian
England.

The homes of the upper and middle class are in close

proximity to areas of extreme poverty and filth,
alike walk the same crowded streets daily,

Rich and poor

Sweepers constantly

work to keep the streets clean of manure, the result of thousands
of horse-drawn carriages traveling them,

In the cities.

thousands of chimney pots belch coal smoke; thus, soot seems to
settle everywhere.

In many parts of London raw sewage flows into

gutters that empty into the Thames.

Street vendors loudly

proclaiming their goods are included in the vast array of street
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noises.

Pickpockets, prostitutes, driinks, beggars, and vagabonds

of every description add to the colorful multitude parading the
streets of England's cities.
different.

In close, crowded rooms the smell of unwashed bodies

is stifling.
lamps.

Indoors, the problems are not much

At night, the major streets are lit with feeble gas

Inside, a candle or oil lamp struggles to provide light

against the heavy darkness (Pritchard 15).
Yet, Charles Dickens, an observer with no obvious
advantages of birth or education, made himself the foremost lamp
illuminating those streets. Particularly successful in evoking
the sights, sounds, and smells of London, and the customs of his
day, Dickens attacked the injustices of the law and social
hypocrisy and the evils that they brought to society,

His genius

lies in his ability to reveal the very pulse of life. He and his
streets have lived on for his readers, making the world of the
Victorian era. the world of Dickens, a real presence in our own
world.
To all intents and purposes. Charles Dickens was an
indisputable Londoner.

Except for occasional visits abroad and

excursions into the country. he was a resident in London from the
age of ten (Clark 9).

His knowledge of the city was enormous,

and his insight into the character of its people deeper than that
of any other man.
(Clark 9).

He

came in contact with every phase of life

He opened the citizens of London's eyes to its
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greatness, and made them conscious of its defects.

His own

trials and hardships and the financial difficulties in which his
parents found themselves "brought him face to face with the
misery and poverty which existed in the lower ranks of London
society

(Clark 9).

He knew how the poor lived, because for many

years he was one of them.

He knew the agony of pawning even the

most necessary articles in order to obtain food, the hardships of
working in a factory for small wages, and the harshness of
creditors (Clark 10).

Dickens suffered when his thirst for

knowledge could not be satisfied, and faced the challenge of
creating his own opportunities when ones were not freely
presented to him.

These memories impressed themselves so deeply

into his mind that he produced faithful, exact, and true to life
pictures in his novels that generally accepted as

reliable.

historical descriptions of the social conditions of the period'
(Clark 9).

According to Cumberland Clark s Dickens' London,

No

other writer of his outstanding ability had been through the
ordeals which Dickens knew, and for that reason he became the
first authority on the lives of the common people
Said to

(Clark 11).

always put the social wrong to be righted in each

novel", Dickens was a champion for causes of the poor. including
the workhouses in Oliver Twist and Yorkshire schools in Nicholas
Nickleby (Clark 101).
of 1834.

Dickens heavily attacked the New Poor Law

Before it was passed, since Elizabeth the First's
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reign, it had been the duty of parishes to feed and shelter their
poor.

They could choose their own form of relief.

Some built

large poor-houses where the indigent dwelt and contributed to
their maintenance by work.

Others gave outdoor relief: grants of

money, food, clothing, or coals to ensure that the poor managed
on their own.

In 1834, the Commission of the Poor Law

recommended that outdoor relief should be stopped, as it
"pauperized" recipients by forcing them to depend on handouts.
Relief must only be given in workhouses (Davis #).
without a workhouse was required to build one.

Any parish

There the

standard of living must be kept below the minimum level that
could be earned outside.

The New Poor Law of 1834 enacted that

this be done.
A national outcry ensued,

The living standards of the poor

were so low that prison might already be more comfortable than
freedom.

Now workhouses were to force honest poor into worse

conditions than prisoners; it seemed that poverty was
crime.

now a

Civil liberties were denied, families were separated, and

human dignity was destroyed.

The true poor often went to great

lengths to avoid this relief.

Because of his childhood trauma

caused by his father's imprisonment for debt, and his consignment
to the blacking factory to help support his family, Dickens
seized on this issue.
Dickens

With Oliver's dramatic plea for

more,"

targeted his hatred on the New Poor Law and truly proved
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himself friend of the poor and enemy to meanness and oppression.
Dickens also attacked the cheap Yorkshire boarding schools.
Often accused of wretched standards of hygiene and nutrition.
Dickens highlighted their boasted "no vacations" which made them
dumping grounds for unwanted illegitimate or step-children.
Dickens believed education to be the essential way to stop
poverty from degenerating into crime.
Behind his writing, one can trace a deteirmined moral
purpose.
that

Following Charles Dickens' death. Dean Stanley preached

Dickens had the eye to see, the ear to hear, the tongue to

speak, and the pen to describe the sufferings of children, the
sorrows of the English poor, and the miseries of those who could
not defend themselves

(Clark 101).

In Oliver Twist, he

championed the cause of the starving children in the workhouses.
He expressed the routine cruelty exercised upon the nameless and
faceless poor siibmerged in Victorian society.

In Nicholas

NickleJoy, Dickens fearlessly attacked the cheap boarding schools.
Indeed, the novel played no small part in removing the abuses of
these schools, making their unfortunate students happier and
brighter.

In Bleak House, Dickens penned the ultimate social

novel, describing London as a literal bleak house, devastated by
an irresponsible and self-serving legal system (Davis 31).

Hard

Times found Dickens commenting on the attitudes of Victorian
society.

It is a serious and harsh indictment of the industrial
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practices and their dehumanizing effects on society's laborers.
And in A Christinas Carol, Dickens delivers a blow to a society's
whose offspring are Ignorance and Want.
Amidst the squalid streets, cramping poverty and sordid
surroundings of Charles Dickens' England, the question arises as
to what can possibly be used to counteract these concerns? What
power exists to fight the desperation of the poor? By examining
Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, Bleak House, Hard Times, and A
Christmas Carol, the reader will soon learn Charles Dickens'
answers to these questions.
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CHAPTER I; OLIVER TWIST
Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist is an important novel because
it presents its readers with an uncompromising, realistic account
of life in Victorian England.

Just as social and political

reformers attempt to establish laws and conditions that respond
to particular problems and ultimately serve the common good, so
too does Dickens' fiction address problems present in nineteenth
century England.

Originally published in monthly installments

from 1837 to 1839, he condemns the inhumanity of England's
treatment of the innocent poor, linking problems of crime.
hunger, and homelessness with workhouses and the abuse of
apprentices.
The novel begins with the hearty cry of Oliver announcing
his entrance into the world, to which the narrator comments that
"if he could have known that he was an orphan, left to the tender
mercies of churchwardens and overseers, perhaps he would have
cried the louder

(Dickens 47).

Born in a workhouse in 1830's

Victorian England, Oliver spends the first nine years of his life
in a poorly run home for orphans. Lacking social status, he is
"badged and ticketed . ● . a parish child—the orphan of a
workhouse-the humble, half-starved drudge-to be cuffed and
buffeted through the world-despised by all, and pitied by none
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(Dickens 47).

Clearly, the opening of the novel personifies the

powers that oppose Oliver from the moment that he enters the
world.

The reader is not allowed to forget that his fate is

uncertain and that his future will likely be grim.
At age nine Oliver is transferred to an adult workhouse
under the supervision of the Beadle Mr. Bumble.
as

He is described

a pale thin child, somewhat diminutive in stature, and

decidedly small in circumference

(Dickens 49).

In Oliver Twist,

Dickens clearly attacks the workhouse system and the New Poor Law
of 1834 that instituted it.

Deliberately harsh, the New Poor Law

prohibited outdoor relief, except to the sick and the elderly.
Thus, the
able-bodied unemployed had the choice of entering a
workhouse or starving,

If a man decided to enter the

workhouse (as he would usually do only as the very last
resort), he would be separated from his wife and family,
all of whom would be expected to survive under the most
unattractive conditions (Watts 37).
Soon known as "bastilles

because of their resemblance to

prisons, the workhouses were intended to discourage vagrancy—to
make work more profitable than idleness. However, Dickens viewed
this new law as repulsive, particularly when it affected
children—and Oliver Twist is at its core a novel about the
exploitation of children.

Mr. Bumble, Mrs. Corney, and Mrs. Mann
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are the heartless representatives of the workhouse system.

To

them Oliver is simply an orphan, his name merely the next one on
an alphabetical list that Bumble uses to identity infant paupers.
These nameless orphans have no history, no life story; if they
survive the deprivation of the baby farm and the workhouse, they
are sold as apprentices to the least demanding bidder,

In

addition. in the Victorian age orphans were classified along with
criminals.
Meals in the workhouse consisted of

one porringer, and no

more—except on festive occasions, and then he had two ounces and
a quarter of bread besides
that

(Dickens 56).

The narrator states

the bowls never wanted washing" for "the boys polished them

with their spoons till they shone again' (Dickens 56).
Obviously, Oliver and his companions were essentially at the
point of starvation.

desperate with hunger.

boys bully Oliver into asking for

After the other

more" gruel at the end of a

meal, Mr. Bumble, the parish beadle, offers five pounds to anyone
who will take the boy away from the workhouse,

Dickens demands

that his readers witness the harsh reality of the lives of these
young boys.

The reader is able to visualize Oliver's face as he

asks for "more.
by hunger.

In turn, we see all their empty faces. starved

However, the Board of the Worikhouse shows no similar

understanding.

They are convinced that Oliver is a bad seed and
w\

will surely end up being hung-

I never was more convinced of
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anything in my life, than I am that that boy will come to be
hung,

/ n

said the gentleman in the white waistcoat (Dickens 58).
Eventually, Oliver is apprenticed to a local undertaker.

Mr. Sowerberry. When he introduces Oliver to his wife, Mrs.
Sowerberry comments that "he's very small
addition, she states that she

(Dickens 73).

In

see[s] no saving in parish

children . . . for they always cost more to keep, than they're
worth" (Dickens 73).

This viewpoint is telling of the inhumane

feelings for the poor. She then proceeds to push him down the
stairs and feed him leftovers intended for their family dog.
When Oliver accompanies Mr. Sowerberry on his first task as
an apprentice, they make their way through the most crowded and
dirty part of town,—a slum inhabited by the poorest class of
people.

With Oliver, the reader finds that "the very rats, which

here and there lay putrefying in its rottenness, were hideous
with famine,"-a condition Oliver realizes they share with the
human residents (Dickens 81).

When they arrive at the squalid

room where the poor dead woman is to be measured for her coffin,
Oliver notes that her body is
(Dickens 82).

covered with an old blanket"

The woman's husband and mother vent their

passionate feelings about the pitiful situation of not only this
woman and her family but also (by extension) of the countless
others dying of starvation in England.
beside his wife's dead body, cries out:
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The husband, kneelding

I say she was starved to death.

I never knew how bad she

was, till the fever came upon her; and then her bones were
There was neither fire nor

starting through the skin.

candle; she died in the dark—in the dark! She couldn't even
see her children's faces, though we heard her gasping out
their names.

I begged for her in the streets: and they

sent me to prison.

When I came back, she was dying

(Dickens 82).
Again, this scene in Oliver Twist serves as a reminder to the
reader of the lack of concern for the poor.
The character of Noah Claypole, Sowerberry's other
apprentice, is a picture of the evils of human nature. A
charity-boy," Noah is "one rung up the social ladder from
Oliver, a mere workhouse orphan.

as

he could trace his

genealogy all the way back to his parents, who lived hard by; his
mother being a washerwoman, and his father a drunken soldier"
(Dickens 77). Even still, Noah takes every opportunity to abuse
Oliver; finally, he is able to return the harsh words with which
others had taunted him in the past.

When Noah attacks the honor

of Oliver's mother by saying that she "was a regular right-down
bad 'un.

Oliver is filled with rage and attacks Noah.

Though

moments ago
the boy had looked the quiet, mild, dejected creature that
harsh treatment had made him . . . his spirit was roused at
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last; the cruel insult to his dead mother had set his blood
on fire. His breast heaved; his attitude was erect; his eye
bright and vivid; his whole person changed, as he stood
glaring over the cowardly tormenter who now lay crouching
at his feet; and defied him with an energy he had never
known before. (Dickens 42)
As a result of this attack, Oliver incurs the Sowerberrys' wrath
and suffers the corporal punishment of his master and continued
taunts of Noah.
solitude.

He gives in to venting his repressed emotion in

Falling upon his knees, Oliver "wept such tears as,

God send for the credit of our nature, few so young may ever have
cause to pour out before Him' (Dickens 95)! Desperate, Oliver
runs away.
On his way to London, he stops by his old workhouse.
Interestingly, Dickens continually refers to the children of the
workhouse in terms of criminals.

For instance, he notes upon

Oliver's return that there "was no appearance of its inmates
stirring at that early hour' (Dickens 96).
garden, Oliver spots his former playmate.
small; he tells Oliver that

Peeping into the

Dick.

Dick is pale and

[he] heard the doctor tell them [he]

was dying" (Dickens 96). He expresses his longing for "Heaven,
and Angels, and kind faces that [he] never sees when [he] is
awake" (Dickens 97).

Oliver leaves receiving the blessing from

Dick's lips, knowing that he shall never forget it.
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Oliver's journey to London is filled with images of the
young boy forced to beg for his food.
water at cottages along the road.

He pleads for bread and

In addition, Oliver asks

passengers of a passing stagecoach for money; however, they
ridicule him and refuse to give him any when he is unable to keep
up with the galloping stagecoach because of his sore feet and
fatigue.

Some villages that Oliver passes through had signs

posted warning people who solicited for money or food that they
would be put in jail.
sites.

Terrified, Oliver fled quickly from those

While most of the people that Oliver encountered on his

journey treated him poorly, some were benevolent.

For instance.

a turn-pike man and old lady offer Oliver what they can.
gives him bread and cheese, while the lady gives

The man

him what little

she could afford-and more-with such kind and gentle words, and
such tears of sympathy and compassion, that they sank deeper into
Oliver's soul. than all the sufferings he had ever undergone"
(Dickens 99).

Obviously, Dickens is showing his reader that

there are caring, kind people living in England in the Victorian
age.
Outside of London, starved and exhausted and poor, Oliver
meets Jack Dawkins (the Artful Dodger), a boy his own age.

It is

here the reader is introduced to a brilliant creation of Charles
Dickens—the criminal underworld.

In the Preface to Oliver Twist,

Dickens insisted that his view of this underworld came from "what
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[he] often saw and read of, in actual life around [him]

(Dickens

37). Jack offers him shelter in the London house of his
benefactor, Fagin.
repulsive face.

Fagin, with a "villainous-looking and

is a career criminal who trains orphan boys to

pick pockets for him (Dickens 105). Dickens "explained that he
wanted to portray the criminals realistically because he wished
to show how easily young homeless children could be dragged into
the life of crime that could only lead to their transportation or
death" (Glancy 42). Deterrence was his aim, as he said,
it appeared to [him] that to draw a knot of such associated
in crime as really do exist; to paint them in all their
deformity, in all their wretchedness, in all the squalid
poverty of their lives; to skew them as they really are .
. would be a service to society (Dickens 34).
After a few days of training, Oliver is naively sent on his first
assignment—and is outraged to learn that he is one of a gang of
thieves.

What he believed to be a game with handkerchiefs was

really a part of an instruction in picking pockets.
is not changed by this knowledge,

But Oliver

Although Oliver comes to

realize and recognize that there is evil in the world, he is not
corrupted by it.

He remains a representative of innocence and

goodness, fulfilling Dickens' intent to portray

in little Oliver

. . . the principle of Good surviving through every adverse
circumstance, and triumphing at last
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(Dickens 33).

Mr.

Brownlow, the man whose handkerchief was stolen, takes the
feverish Oliver to his home after declaring his innocence to the
magistrate, and nurses him back to health.

Although he wants to

trust Oliver, he cannot fully rely on his sense that Oliver
embodies the goodness of the image in the portrait.

Still,

Oliver thrives in Brownlow's care. But, two young people from
Pagin's group capture him and return him to Fagin.
With Oliver returned, Fagin works to win him over; however.
according to Richard Dunn in Oliver Twist: Whole Heart and Soul,
Fagin not only wants the boy's services, but also his heart and
soul (Dunn 86).

For a while it seems Pagin's plan is working:

having prepared [Oliver's] mind, by solitude and, to prefer
any society to the companionship of his own sad thoughts in
such a dreary place, [Fagin] was now slowly instilling into
his soul the poison which he hoped would blacken it,

and

change its hue for ever (Dickens 185).
When Fagin sends Oliver to assist Bill Sikes in a burglary,
things go awry quickly as Oliver is shot,

Sikes escapes; Oliver

is taken in by the women of the house, Mrs. Maylie and her
beautiful adopted niece. Rose.
the ladies are certain that

Shocked at Oliver's youthfulness,

this delicate boy [is not] the

voluntary associate of the worst outcasts of society
216).

(Dickens

They see the good in Oliver above all else—even his

stature as a poor waif.

Unlike most adults who have attempted to
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guess his past, Rose's hypotheses about his life are accurate.
saying that
even if he has been wicked . . . think how young he is;
think that he may never have known a mother's love. or the
comfort of a home; that ill-usage and blows, or the want of
bread. may have driven him to herd with men who have forced
him to guilt (Dickens 216).
She calls upon her aunt to have pity on him.

Like Brownlow, yet

unlike the English legal system, the Maylies believe in
forgiveness and kindness.

Dickens uses these characters, who

believe that Oliver is innately good, but born into a bad
environment, to show that poverty and the vices that it brings
can be fought by improving the material conditions of the poor
The Maylies recognize that it is

rather than by punishing them.

Oliver's surroundings that have dictated his behavior and not his
true nature; thus, for the first time in his life, Oliver is
given the opportunity to narrate his own life history on his own
terms,

recounting a weary catalogue of evils and calamities

which hard men had brought upon him^

(Dickens 218).

In the end, the justice that has been delayed throughout
the entire novel is finally se2Tved.

Fagin dies on the gallows,

which is the way the waistcoat man said that Oliver would
Sikes hangs himself by accident.
villains

They are the

of Oliver Twist (Fido 61).
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die.

unredeemed

Mr. and Mrs.

Bumble descend

into poverty.

They are "reduced to great indigence and misery.

and finally became paupers in that very workhouse in which they
had once lorded over others

(Dickens 477).

change, nor does life show him any mercy.

Monks does not

He continues in his

evil, idle ways and dies in an American prison. For him. there is
no redemption.

He seirves as a foil to the character of Oliver as

he is evil and mean. while Oliver is virtuous and kind.

Oliver

is adopted by Mr. Brownlow, with whom he enjoys a blissful life
in the countryside, surrounded by his newfound family and
friends.

Though the

\\ survival of Good 'through every adverse

circumstance / // may seem to the reader a matter of Oliver being in
the right place at the right time, Robert A. Colby in Charles
Dickens upholds that the one must put oneself in the

frame of

mind of Dickens' generation, who more readily assumed that God
helps the helpless" (Johnson 13).
U \

own conviction
of Providence f

9i

Charles Dickens expressed his

art is but a little imitation . . . to the ways

(Johnson 13).

In closing, Oliver Twist is a compelling view of

a poverty-

stricken childhood haunted by the mythic struggle between the
forces of Good and Evil.

On her deathbed, Oliver's mother prays

that God will raise up friends for her abandoned child-and that
is exactly what the novel does.

Dickens "invokes the story of

the Good Samaritan many times in the novel to remind his readers
what must be done for the orphan and the outcast" (Glancy 48)
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Presenting such a realistic, uncompromising account of Victorian
England, Oliver Twist is clearly a work that fights for the poor.
Oliver is an innocent who represents the Good in society.
Although his experiences represent the precariousness of this
goodness. Good does, in fact, prevail in Oliver Twist.
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CHAPTER II: NICHOLAS NICKLEBY

While Oliver Twist exposes the horrors of the workhouse,
Nicholas Nickleby, published in 1839, was conceived to uncover
another source of child suffering in Victorian Englandt—the
notorious "cheap schools" of Yorkshire where for nearly a hundred
years orphaned or unwanted (often illegitimate) children were
farmed out and forgotten. Dating from the eighteenth century,
cheap boarding schools in Yorkshire and their emphasis on

no

holiday" made them a convenient place to dispose of unwanted
chiIdren—"out of sight, out of mind, the schools were a way of
making non-love blind" (Gold 73). What sort of place were these
schools, and why did they represent for Dickens something
profoundly rotten in the heart of England (Gold 12)7

To this

end, "Dickens . . . visited Yorkshire schools at the dead coldest
point of winter, the beginning of February,
upon destroying' the cheap schools

He was . . . 'bent

(Jordan 26).

Thematically,

Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby share many of the same
interests: the physical or emotional abuse of young boys, the
sense of being young and unprotected in the world, the loss of
parents, and the sometimes terrifying dependence that a child
must have on strangers.
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Nicholas Nicklehy, however, is a novel in which the
protagonist Nicholas actively seeks his place in the world.
According to George Worth,
more

the protagonist of this novel is much

aggressively on the side of virtue than the boy hero-victim^

of Oliver Twist;

Nicholas resolutely seeks out confrontations

with evil. combining verbal facility with physical prowess

(51).

In addition. Nicholas Nickleby finds Nicholas "charg[ing] ahead
encountering and discarding various communities xintil he meets
the Cherrybles, who, like the Maylies before them, take in the
helpless hero, whereupon he discovers that he too must help forge
the community of his choosing,

unlike Oliver who "wanders.

waiting to encounter a community that will accept him

(Gold 67).

After the death of his father, Nicholas and his family are
left to the protection of his greedy uncle Ralph,

The youth and

inexperience of young Nickleby are contrasted with the worldly
cynicism of Ralph, the villain of the novel.
occurs early in the text.

One such scene

The narrator states that:

the face of the old man was stern, hard-featured, and
forbidding; that of the young one, open. handsome, and
ingenuous.

The old man's eye was keen with the twinklings

of avarice and cunning; the yoiong man's bright with the
light of intelligence and spirit. - . .

It galled Ralph to

the heart's core, and he hated Nicholas from that hour
(Dickens 37).
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Obviously, Ralph takes an instant disliking to his nephew.
looked upon him "with a great show of disdain.
\\

He

n

commenting that

if my brother had been a man of activity and prudence

. and

if he had turned his son into the world . . . he would have been
in a situation to help [his family], instead of being a burden
upon [them]

//

(Dickens 39).

Clearly, Ralph dislikes Nicholas

because he is poor and he plots against him from this moment on.
Eager, however, to prove himself to his uncle, Nicholas
accepts a position as an assistant to the headmaster at Dotheboys
Hall, which he soon discovers is a school for unwanted or
illegitimate sons.

Dickens brought the schools vividly to life

in the grim portrayal of Dotheboys Hall,

In addition, the

school's administration is characterized by the brutal Wackford
Squeers, headmaster of Dotheboys Hall,

Dickens well knew that he

was creating Squeers as a typC/ with his Preface establishing
. . Mr. Squeers [as] as the representative of a class, and not of
an individual. . . . Where . . . a small body of men . . . will
recognize something belonging to themselves, and each will have a
misgiving that the portrait is his own

(Dickens 8).

Nicholas' first encotinter

assisted in his cruelty by his wife,

with Mrs. Squeers finds her looking for the
n

order to carry out "brimstone morning
him that:
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Squeers is

school spoon9i in

(Dickens 95)

She tells

they have the brimstone and treacle, partly because if they
hadn't something or other in the way of medicine they'd be
always ailing and giving a world of troiible, and partly
because it spoils their appetites and comes cheaper than
breakfast and dinner (Dickens 95).
The

horror of Dotheboys Hall is intensified by Squeers'

insistence on his and Mrs. Squeers' roles as surrogate parents:
the boys, he claims, will find that
them, ten times more

she is more of a mother to

(Barnard 27, Dickens 96).

Thus, the

Dotheboys Hall episodes are not merely a powerful social protest
against a horrible abuse, but also a rather terrifying image of
the tyrannical family.
In addition, Dickens' description of the physical
infirmities suffered by the children is explicit; they are first
described as having:
pale and haggard faces, lank and bony figures, children
with the countenance of old men. deformities with irons
upon their limbs, boys of stunted growth, and others whose
long meager legs would hardly bear their stooping bodies,
all crowded on the view together; there were the bleared
eye, the hare-lip, the crooked foot, and every ugliness or
distortion that told of unnatural aversion conceived by
parents for their offspring (Dickens 97).
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These boys are the very image of rejection from society.
are malnourished.

They are deformed.

They

Faces that should be

handsome, filled with light and innocence are instead "darkened
with the scowl of sullen dogged sufferings

(Dickens 97).

Even

worse, Dickens forces his reader to understand that these are
young boys not only rejected by society as a whole, but by their
own parents who experience an

unnatural aversion" towards them.

These boys are representative of every victim of a loveless
society.

No longer the parentless orphans of Oliver Twist, these

are children more positively and purposefully rejected, the
outcasts of a society whose values have become totally
dehumanized.
While attending Dotheboys Hall, the students' meals consist
of a "brown composition

of poor porridge (Dickens 98). in

addition, the school offers its students "no holidays—-none of
those ill-judged comings home twice a year that unsettle
children's minds so

and only allows the students to write

letters home at Christmas in order to

say that they were never

so happy, and hope they may never be sent for

(Dickens 49).

The

boys' schooling is incredibly limited and filled with errors.
For example, the first lesson that Nicholas witnesses finds Mr.
Squeers teaching incorrect spelling— 'W-i-n, win, d-e-r. der.
winder, a casement . . . b-o-t, bot, t-i-n, tin. n-e-y/ ney,
bottinney, noun substantive, a knowledge of plants" (Dickens
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100).

In his "Preface" to the novel, Dickens explains that

any

man who had proved his unfitness for any other occupation in
life, was free, without examination or qualification, to open a
school anywhere"—no qualifications were required.
a race of

Therefore, in

blockheads and imposters" the Yorkshire variety

were the lowest and most rotten round the whole ladder.
Traders in the avarice. indifference, or imbecility of
parents, and the helplessness of children; ignorant.
sordid. brutal men . . . they formed the worthy cornerstone of structure, which, for absurdity and a magnificent
high-handed laissez-aller neglect, has rarely been exceeded
in the world (Dickens 5).
Clearly, Dickens is attacking the common practice of allowing
simply anyone to open a school in Victorian England.
The sufferings of the children of the Yorkshire school
system are graphically realized in Smike, a painfully thin, half
witted boy whom Squeers enslaves in exchange for his fees, which
have not been paid for many years.

When Smike tries to run away,

Squeers prepares to thrash him, leading the good-hearted Nicholas
to retaliate:
'Wretch . . . touch him at your peril! I will not stand by
and see it done; my blood is up, and I have the strength of
ten men such as you.

Look to yourself, for by Heaven I

will not spare you, if you drive me on. . . . i have a long
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series of insults to avenge,
' said Nicholas, flushed with
passion; 'and my indignation is aggravated by the dastardly
cruelties practised on helpless infancy in this foul den.
Have care for if you do raise the devil within me, the
consequences shall fall heavily upon your own head'
(Dickens 158).
Indeed, he proceeds to beat Squeers.
the school.

Thus, he is forced to leave

It is clear that Dickens is commenting on the social

concerns of these Yorkshire schools; the specific abuses in these
schools represent the mistreatment of children.

The

Yorkshire

schools were in fact an important feature of England's social
life, like brothels in a puritan culture.

They were a symptom of

a moral horror. a monstrous attitude, more even than they were
horrible in themselves// (Gold 72).

The neglectful parents who

abandoned their illegitimate and unwanted sons to Squeers'
cruelties were representative of a society which also provided no
schools for the young and allowed lower-class children to work
for fourteen hours a day in the mines and factories.
As Nicholas walked back to London, he was joined by Smike,
who became his companion on his further adventures.
says to Nicholas as they flee from Yorkshire,
faithful and hard-working seirvant . ●
you.

When Smike

I will be your

. I only want to be near

the reader's heart is extended (Dickens 162).

After

returning to London, Nicholas confronts his uncle regarding the
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lies of "assault, riot, and theft" that Squeers has been feeding
his mother and sister about him (Dickens 245).

Quarrelling with

his uncle, Nicholas soon realizes he can best help his family by
leaving.

However, he does not leave London without issuing a

warning to Uncle Ralph that

there will be a day of reckoning

sooner or later, and it will be a heavy one for [him] if they
[his mother and sister] are harmed

(Dickens 250).

On his journey from London, Nicholas embarks on a brief
stint with Mr. Vincent Crummies Theatrical Company in Portsmouth.
Nicholas serves as an actor and a playwright.

In many ways.

Nicholas Nickleby is a novel about life as theater, in the course
of which the reader learns much about the workings of the
nineteenth century stage (Davis).

It is interesting to examine

Nicholas Nickleby in the terms of the theater,

For instance.

handsome and active in protecting the broken Smike or his
unprotected sister, Nicholas is in every way representative of
the stage hero.

The villains. too, seem to be born into their

theatrical roles, such as the avaricious Uncle Ralph.

The

Crummies' episodes in Portsmouth serve as a play within a play,
turning real moments from the rest of the novel into harmless
theatrical illusion.

In the theater, the exploitation and

oppression of children is not really exploitation. The
disagreements between the actors may lead to duels, but no one
really dies in these altercations.
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AS a playwright and leading

man, Nicholas has the opportunity to author his own life and play
its leading role.
Upon receiving word from London on the state of his family,
Nicholas returns home to defend his sister from the sexual
advances of Sir Mulberary Hawk.
Cheeryble brothers.

He finds work as a clerk for the

Just as there is deceit and greed present in

Nicholas Nicklehy in the characters of the avaricious Uncle Ralph
and the lying Squeers, the Cherrybles are the exponents of
honesty and love and philanthropy and generosity.
undisguised nature
novel (Gold 88).

Their

sets them apart from other characters in the

This "quality of openness is catching, so that

the Cherrybles reach people as surely as Ralph shuts people out"
(Gold 88).

They support him in his advances to save Smike from

the persecution of Ralph and Squeers.
Dickens clearly establishes Smike, who is revealed to be
the illegitimate son of Ralph, as a character foil to Nicholas.
While Nicholas seems similarly unchanged by his weak father,
dithering mother, and malevolent uncle, Smike shows the effects
of childhood abuse and neglect in his maimed mind and body, so
worn down that "a child might have carried him" (Dickens 713). As
Nicholas's shadow and companion—as his double—Smike makes the
inner wounds that Nicholas suppresses visible.

Smike's uncertain

parentage complements Nicholas's anonymity as Mr. Johnson; his
unspoken love for Kate parallels Nicholas's heartfelt love for
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Madeline Bray.

Appropriately/ Smike turns out to be Nicholas's

cousin. and his death frees Nicholas to marry Madeline and Kate
to marry Frank.

Even Ralph Nickleby is touched by the

transforming power of Smike as he is forced to face the
revelation that he is Smike'^s father and that the maimed boy is
also a maimed part of himself.

In the moments before he takes

his life. he is no longer merely a classic villain, but a
character aware of his responsibility for his son's illness and
death.
The novel ends appropriately with Dotheboys Hall "made to
fall like a house of cards at a touch, in this case the touch of
love"—and it is clear to the reader that the many scenes of the
novel have moved to this very moment of liberation (Gold 74).
Mr. Squeers and his institution were sure to be doomed
somebody care [d] and opened the cage

(Gold 74).

once

However,

Nicholas had much to gain and more to learn before he could round
the novel off with his visit to Yorkshire to bring about freedom.
Upon word from Nicholas that the school is going to be disbanded,
"such a cheer arose as the walls of Dotheboys Hall had never
echoed before" (Dickens 773).
way with a hearty meal. some

While most of the boys go on their
timid young children, who.

miserable as they had been, and many as were the tears they had
shed in the wretched school, still knew no other home
774).

(Dickens

Dotheboys Hall—wretched as it was—served as the only
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refuge that these boys had in their lives.
and were found crying in the hedges.
about aimlessly.

Many boys clung to it

Others simply wandered

Needless to say.

they were taken back, and some other stragglers were
recovered, but by degrees they were claimed, or lost again;
and in the course of time Dotheboys Hall and its last
breaking up began to be forgotten by the neighbors, or to
be only spoken of as the things that had been (Dickens
774) .
Looking back, Charles Dickens was correct to take some credit for
the improvement of the Yorkshire schools in his 1848 Preface to
Nicholas Nicklehy.

The popularity of the novel did indeed draw

much attention to them and the description was recognized as
being accurate; therefore, many children were withdrawn and many
schools were closed (Dickens 5).
The last image of Nicholas Nickleby focuses upon the future
offspring of Nicholas visiting the grave of Smike-

their eyes

filled with tears . . . [speaking] low and softly of their poor
dead cousin

(Dickens 777).

It is clear that Dickens seeks to

remind his readers that these happy children who sometimes mourn
for their lost cousin are blessed beyond measure by the love
between their parents and that "without it they might all be
Smikes appointed prematurely to their own inevitable graves"
(Gold 91).

The line between the two paths is a narrow one—one
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navigated by the tenets of "charity, . . . singleness of heart, .
. . noble nature, . . . and unbounded benevolence// (Dickens 8).
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CHAPTER III: BLEAK HOUSE
Just as Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby offer readers a
strong condemnation of the workhouses and Yorkshire schools of
Victorian England, Charles Dickens' Bleak House is one of his
most powerful protests.

Published in 1853, it viciously attacks

the injustices of the Court of Chancery and the horrors of
poverty represented by Jo, the brick-makers, and Tom-All-Alone's.
The pathetic, homeless Jo is, according to Angus Wilson, "Dickens
greatest blow at social inhumanity, perhaps the greatest blow
against social wickedness that any novelist has ever struck
(229).
The most notable technical feature in Bleak House is the
author's use of two contrasting narrations—a third-person
narration and a first-person narration from the point of view of
Esther Summerson.

The third-person narration opens the novel

with a generalizing voice and a panoramic view of the world.

He,

for the voice appears to be male, continually presents a public
view, reporting confidently on the worlds of Chancery and
Fashion.

In contrast. Esther Summerson is a clear female voice

whose narration is a hesitant, personal account of the world in
which she lives.
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From her opening sentence in chapter three—"I have a great
deal of difficulty in beginning to write my portion of these
pages, for I know I am not clever"—she immediately juxtaposes the
assurance and the detachment of the male narrator (Dickens 14).
Esther has much in common with Dickens' other "orphan" heroes.
Like Oliver Twist, she bears a name that does not reflect her
parentage, and like Oliver in the workhouse, she endures much
oppression from her godmother.

Esther has a myriad of nicknames,

which indicates her uncertainty of her identity and her
willingness to accept the identities that others give her.

For

instance, in Chapter Eight Esther comments that she was called
Old Woman, and Little Old Woman, and Cobweb, and Mrs. Shipton,
and Mother Hubbard, and Dame Durden, and so many names of that
sort, that [her] own name became quite lost among them' (Dickens
91).
Esther's "progress

takes her through a series of symbolic

bleak houses, beginning in the house of her cruel godmother who
tells her.

It would have been far better . . . that you had

never been born", and teaches her to use

submission, self-

denial, [and] diligent work" as ways to compensate for the manner
in which her life began (Dickens 16).

The reader must constantly

move from the limited vision and feeling of Esther's domestic
story to the larger, darker vision of the third-person narrator,
who bleakly records events in the present tense, reminding the
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reader the state of the conditions of England in the midI
nineteenth century.
For instance, in the opening chapter of Bleak House the
third-person narrator describes London as having "fog everywhere.
Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows;
fog down the river, where it rolls defiled among the tiers of
shipping, and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty)
city" (Dickens 1).

From the very beginning of the novel, with

its verb-less bird's-eye view of the Thames and the river's
surrounding city. the reader's senses are agitated with the fog
representing the main aspect of the bleakness—cold, wet, and
filthy—announced in the title.
Bleak House describes England as a literal bleak house,
"devastated by an irresponsible and self-serving legal system.
symbolically represented by the Lord Chancellor," focusing on the
case of Jarndyce and Jarndyce (Davis 31).

The fog mentioned in

the first chapter illustrates the all-encompassing influence of
the Court of Chancery in all areas of British life.

This fact

becomes understood by the reader in a passage in which Mr.
Jarndyce tells Esther of the decay of some of his property in
London:
It is a

street of perishing blind houses, with their eyes

stoned out; without a pane of glass, without
so much as a
window-frame, with the bare blank shutters tumbling from
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their hinges and falling asunder; the iron rails peeling
away in flakes of rust; the chinmeys sinking in; the stone
steps to every door (and every door might be Death's Door)
turning stagnant green; the very carutches on which the
. . These are the Great

ruins are propped, decaying.

Seal's impressions, my dear, all over England—the children
know them (Dickens 90) 1
The property referred to, though Mr. Jarndyce does not mention it
by name, is Tom-All-Alone's, the London slum in dispute in
Jarndyce and Jarndyce and the home of the orphan Jo.

Dickens

elaborately uses present participles to express an almost active
process of decomposition in his first description of this site.
Mr. Jarndyce's sudden reference to children suggests one of the
most disturbing aspects of the Great Seal's of England's
influence—the blighting of the lives of children (like Jo) who
are born and bred in such slums.

Dickens exposes the way the

lives of the innocent are affected.

Certainly, Tom-A11-Alone's

lies at the center of this attack.
If Mr. Jarndyce's description of Tom-Al1-Alone's points
predominantly to its deterioration as property, the omniscient
narrative gives the reader indication of the condition of its
inhabitants:
Jo lives—that is to

say, Jo has not yet died-in a ruinous

place, known to the like of him by the name of Tom-All-
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Alone's.

It is a black, dilapidated street, avoided by all

decent people . . . Now, these tumbling tenements contain,
As, on the ruined human

by night, a swarm of misery.

wretch, vermin parasites appear, so these gaps in walls and
boards; and coils itself to sleep, in maggot numbers, where
the rain drips in; and comes and goes, fetching and
carrying fever, and sowing more evil in its every footprint
than Lord Coodle and Sir Thomas Doodle, and the Duke of
Foodie . . . (Dickens 204).
This is the world of the homeless Jo-a dark, decrepit, diseaseinfested place, void of all goodness and encroached in iniquity
(Wilson 233).

Jo is considered "the great triumph of Dickens'

image of the lost, wandering child' (Wilson 233).

He "sweeps his

crossing all day long, unconscious of the link, if any link there
be . . . between the place in Lincolnshire, the house in town . .
. and the whereabout of Jo the outlaw with the broom" (Dickens
204).

The Coroner of the Court describes Jo as "very muddy, very

hoarse, very ragged
cannot spell.

(Dickens 138).

He has no name but Jo.

He

He has no father, no mother, and no friends.

He

has never been to school.
home,

He has no understanding of the word

but does know that it is evil to tell a lie.

Coroner calls for Jo to be

put aside.

for a witness in this legal trial.

Yet, the

as he simply will not do

Jo leaves, wishing that the
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dead man had known how much he appreciated his kindness—"he wos
wery good to me

he repeated again and again (Dickens 139).

Still, it is clear to the reader that society has no place
for Jo.

There is nothing at all romantic about Jo.

His mental

condition is summed up with his constant reply that "he don't
know nothink

(Dickens 204).

Instead of being taught the lessons

of life by his parents or guardians, Jo has been forced to learn
everything on his own.

A scene in Chapter Nineteen provides a

telling encounter between Mr. Chadband and Jo.
to Jo that

Mr. Chadband says

[he is] . . . a pearl, . . . a diamond, . . . a gem.

. . a jewel . . . because [he] knows nothing. . . . Because [he
is] capable of receiving the lessons of wisdom" (Dickens 251).
This statement is, of course, ironic because Jo has no one in his
life to teach him these lessons of wisdom that Mr. Chadband would
have him to learn.

He is completely alone, illustrated by

Dickens when he makes his way down to Blackfriars Bridge,
Jo notes the

There,

crowning confusion of the great, confused city;--so

golden, so high up, so far out of his reach" (Dickens 253).

It

seems that, like Oliver, there is "nothing in his favor except
that he suggests the possibility of a natural decency that
survives all corruption

(Wilson 233).

Since the Court of Chancery can be deemed responsible for
the desolation of Tom-All-Alone's and Jo can be considered to be
bred by its ruined buildings. it seems reasonable to regard Jo as
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the direct responsibility of the Chancery.

However, the arm of

the law, when it concerns itself with him at all, sees fit only
to push Jo out of sight.

For example, in chapter nineteen, a

Constable Bucket tells Jo to "move on
to the constable that
\\

99

(Dickens 247).

Jo cries

[he] is always a-moving on"-that he^s
99

been a-moving and a-moving on, ever since [he] was born

(Dickens 247). When the constable persists in telling him that he
must move on, Jo desperately clutches his hair crying, "Where can
I move to99

(Dickens 247)? The constable answers that it is not of

his concern—it is only his job to only ensure that he does.
indeed, go.

This picture of government is not one that exhibits

concern for Jo and his safety; instead, they simply wish for him
to disappear.
Orphaned, defenseless, worn out, and ill. Jo is befriended
by the brickmakers' wives at St. Alban's, but they, too, can find
no proper place for him.

99

The "wretched hovels

of the brick-

makers are another image of poverty that Dickens shows to his
readers.

Described earlier in the novel as having "pigsties

close to the broken windows, and miserable little gardens before
the doors, . . . [and] an old tiib

. . put to catch the

droppings of rain-water from a roof 99 this brickfield is the
picture of poor sanitation (Dickens 99).

Mrs. Pardiggle (the

would-be philanthropist) leads Esther and Ada to the hovel
^

show of moral determination, and talking with much
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with

volubility about the untidy habits of people

(Dickens 99).

Esther, however, notes that she thinks that most would have
trouble keeping such a place clean and tidy.
Walking into the cottage—"a damp offensive room"—the reader
meets "a woman with a black eye, nursing a poor little gasping
baby by the fire [and] a man, all stained with clay and mud, and
looking very dissipated" among others (Dickens 99).

Upon

entering, Mrs. Pardiggle announces, "Well, my friends . . . (but
her voice had not a friendly sound) . . . I am here again.
told you. you couldn't tire me out, you know.
work, and am rue to my word^

(Dickens 99).

i

I am fond of hard

It is soon learned

that the baby is dead, the mother crying "Jenny! Jenny!"

a

tragic image is offered the reader with the
two women. coarse and shabby and beaten, so united; to see
what they could be to one another; to see how they felt for
one another; how the heart of each other was softened by
the hard trials of their lives. . . . What the poor are to
the poor is little known, excepting to themselves and GOD
(Dickens 102).
Esther carefully watches the events of this scene unfold and it
is through her eyes that the reader catches the uncomfortable
feeling that permeates from the brickmaker's home.

Although Mrs.

Pardiggle does exhibit a desire to help this poor and destitute
family, it is a selfish one.

She wished only to make herself
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look good in terms of her values.

She is only willing to act on

her own terms—difficult, when Ester notes importantly that
between us and these people there was an iron barrier' (Dickens
101).

In addition, while the reader is filled with sympathy and

empathy for this impoverished family, Mrs. Pardiggle seems to
exhibit none.

She will hand out patronizing tracts to brick-

makers who are unable to read; however, Mrs. Pardiggle will not
give them money or work to obtain them a decent wage or home with
sanitary facilities.

By extension, the reader is also aware that

she will not do anything to abolish the slum of Tom-All-Alone's
or to help an orphan such as Jo.
Removed from the neglect and decay of London, the actual
Bleak House seems far from bleak.

Located in St. Albans, an old

settlement well away from the city, it provides refuge,

However,

the devastation of Chancery eventually reaches St. Alban's, with
the ills of London appearing at Bleak House.

Perhaps the

greatest example of this point occurs when Jo, the diseased child
of urban neglect, brings smallpox from Tom-Al1-Alone's to St.
Albans.

Jo is as neglected as the buildings in the slum.

The

money that would repair and maintain the buildings is tied up in
the Jarndyce case with the money eventually given to lawyers and
court costs.

This neglected child, forced by the law to

continually move on, carries the fever from the slums to St.
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Albans.

There, Esther is exposed to and contracts it.

Eventually, Jo dies in the arms of Allan Woodcourt.
The life and death of Jo is filled with symbolism.

During

his life as a crossing sweeper, Jo is constantly forced to *move
on"; however, at his death he completely breaks down-"the cart
had very nearly given up
fact that

(Dickens 603).

Dickens emphasizes the

a society that is grounded in the law that neglects

its citizens is like an irresponsible parent who neglects or
abuses his children" (Davis 36).

Jo and Esther-and numerous

other impoverished children in Dickens' novels—represent these
victims of neglect.

Thus, the failure of society to provide for

Jo (and the countless poor in Victorian England) amounts to a
betrayal of him, with the immediate consequence of this failure
his untimely death.

All of society shares in the guilt of Jo's

death, as the narrator states
lords and gentleman.
of every order.

Dead, Right Reverends and Wrong Reverends

Dead, men and women, born with Heavenly

compassion in your hearts.
(Dickens 604).

Dead! Dead, your Majesty. Dead, my

And dying thus around us every day"

The contagious disease that has spread from Tom-

All-Alone's to St. Alban's is symbolic of the disease that is
Chancery.

In addition. it is representative of the illness that

infests England's vast social network.
In the end, Jarndyce's final act of kindness and
philanthropy," are seemingly ineffective.
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It does "not

represent a solution to the bleakness,
passivity (Davis 37).

as his strategy is one of

This inability to change things possibly

accounts for the unfinished ending of the novel.
off Esther's narrative in

Dickens breaks

mid-sentence while she is once again

revealing her sense of inferiority" as she questions her beauty
and worthiness for the life she now leads.

It seems that "the

scars of parental abandonment are so lasting and the wounds of
her childhood so deep that she will carry them with her forever.
in spite of a happy marriage and a loving family' (Davis 36).
There is ample textual evidence for a despairing conclusion, with
the continuance of the Court of Chancery and the destructive
forces of Tom-All-Alone's still at work.
Even still, there also seems to be some reason for hope in
the final chapters of Bleak House.

In the self-serving legal

system, there are few characters in Bleak House who are not
blinded by self-interest.
character.

Certainly, Allan Woodcourt is one such

If anyone can heal the diseased condition of England,

it will be such a man.

Also, while writing this novel, Charles

Dickens struggled with deciding on a title-Tom-AII-AIone's or
Bleak House.
England?

Which shall be left as a legacy to the children of

Dickens' ultimate choice of Bleak House points to his

faith in the possibility of renovation (Daleski 38).

While

lasting elements of the damage of the Chancery are still present,
hope exists for the healing of England.
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CHAPTER IV: HARD TIMES
Published in 1854, Charles Dickens" Hard Times offers its
readers a fascinating tapestry of Victorian life, filled with the
passionate social concern that typifies Dickens" creations.

\\

My

satire is against those who see figures and averages, and nothing
else,

//

proclaimed Dickens in explaining the theme of this novel

(Dickens vii). It is a serious and harsh indictment of Victorian
industrial practices and their dehumanizing effects on society
through poverty.

None of Dickens" novels is more committed to a

single theme than Hard Times.
Shorter than most of Dickens works. Hard Times is the novel
most dedicated to a purpose of

exposure of the dangers of

Utilitarian thinking, the championing of imaginative and vital
human experience, and the depiction of the life of the factory
worker at mid-century

(Glancy 93). Utilitarianism is a system of

philosophy that was firmly entrenched in Victorian life by 1854.
It called for a statistical view of human nature and human
relations, focusing on

weighing and measuring human emotions, of

refusing to acknowledge intuition, perception, or religious
belief

ff

(Glancy 93). The

hard times n

in the novel are the result of the

suffered by the characters

terrible mistake

of

Utilitarianism as propagated by Thomas Gradgrind and Josiah
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Bounderby.

Between them, they bring misery to almost everyone

raised in their system.
Centering on the family of Thomas Gradgrind, Dickens weaves
a narrative about this wealthy, retired merchant in the
industrial city of Coketown, England.

Gradgrind devotes his life

to this philosophy of rationalism, self-interest, and fact.

He

schools his own children, Louisa and Tom, according to this
philosophy, never allowing them to engage in fanciful or
imaginative pursuits.

They were

lectured at. from their tenderest years; coursed, like
little hares.

Almost as soon as they could run alone, they

had been made to run to the lecture-room.

The first object

with which they had an association, or of which they had a
remembrance, was a large black board with a dry Ogre
chalking ghastly white figures on it. (Dickens 7)
Early in Hard Times, Gradgrind finds Tom and Louisa peeping
through a hole to get a look at the circus.
harshly, saying

He scolds them

You! Thomas and you, who may be said to be

replete with facts; . . . who have been trained to mathematical
exactness; Thomas and you, here . ● . in this degraded position!
I am amazed

(Dickens 10).

Gradgrind believes that human nature

can be governed by completely rational rules-and this philosophy
has brought him much financial and social success.
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Still, Tom

and Louisa are raised in a stifling atmosphere of grim
practicality.
Without a moral compass to guide them, the children sink
into lives of desperation and despair, played out against the
grim background of Coketown, a wretched, poverty-stricken
community shadowed by an industrial environment.

A town of red

brick. smoke and ashes, machinery and tall chimneys, Coketown
clearly articulates the philosophy that created it:

Fact, fact.

fact, everywhere in the material aspect of the town; fact, fact.
fact, everywhere in the immaterial

(Dickens 16). Coketown is

an

ugly, dirty, monotonous, joyless place"—a "labyrinth of narrow
courts upon courts, and close streets upon streets" (Gray 3,
Dickens 47).

Like the schoolchildren who are reduced to nothing

more than empty vessels to be stuffed with facts, Coketown's
inhabitants are reduced to "Hands,

^people equally like one

another. who went in and out at the same hours, with the same
hours, with the same sound upon the same pavements, to do the
same work, and to whom every day was a counterpart of the last
and the next

(Dickens 16).

Dickens is writing to warn society

against the mechanization of human beings, dehumanizing them by
thwarting the development of their emotions and imagination.
Just as Gradgrind educates the young children of his family and
his school in the ways of fact.

so does Bounderby treat the

workers in his factory as emotionless objects that he easily
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exploits for his own self-interest.

This path is a dangerous

one, according to Dickens, as life without emotion and
imagination would be unbearable.
The character in Hard Times who most clearly shows the
misery of a laborer in Victorian society is Stephen Blackpool.
Dickens notes that:
it is said that every life had its roses and thorns; there
seemed, however, to have been a mis-adventure or mistake in
Stephen's case, whereby somebody else had become possessed
of his roses, and he had become possessed of the same
somebody else's thorn in addition to his own (Dickens 47).
Blackpool is Dickens' attempt to portray an individual
personality in a single industrial worker—a

Hand" characterized

early in the novel as people "equally like one another" (Dickens
16).

Stephen lives in the

heart of the labyrinth . . . in the

last close nook of this great exhausted receiver . . . as though
every house put out a sign of the kind of people who might be
expected to be born in it

(Dickens 47).

Looking at the

factories, he notes that passengers on passing trains compare
them to "Fairy palaces.

The palaces illuminate "before pale

morning show[s] the monstrous serpents of smoke trailing
themselves over Coketown' (Dickens 51).

Yet, the workers do not

walk home until the dark of night as Stephen points out the
Hands, men and women, boy and girl . . . clattering home
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the

L

(Dickens 48).

Stephen lives out the arduous daily life of an

industrial worker.
The predicaments in which he finds himself provide telling

I
information about the laws of Coketown.
out the he

want

While Blackpool cries

. t" know the law that helps me.

it

it soon

becomes clear that there is no law that provides help for workers
like him.

For example. upon seeking advice from Mr. Bomiderby

about pursuing a divorce from his drunken, abusive wife, the
marriage laws require suit after suit after suit, costing
thousands of pounds.

Obviously, these prices are well out of the

range of a factory weaver.

Thus, Blackpool is left in his

unhappy marriage. denied the possibility of love with Rachel.
Tis a muddle.

if

he cries.

Tis a muddle a'toogether, an' the

sooner I am dead, the better// (Dickens 56).

Upon Stephen's

decision not to join the union, Bounderby calls him into his
office to get information from him on the union meeting.

There,

Stephen speaks passionately on this muddle. saying
Look round town—so rich as 'tis—and see the numbers o'
people as been boughten into bein heer, fur to weave, an to
cad. an to piece out a living', aw the same one way . .
Look how we live. an wheer we live. an in what numbers, an
by what chances, and wi' what sameness . . . . Look how you
considers of us, and writes of us, and talks of us . .
and how you are awlus right, and how we are awlus wrong.
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and never had'n no reason in us sin ever we were bom.
Look how this ha' growen an growen, Sir, bigger an bigger,
broader an broader, harder an harder, fro year to year, fro
generation unto generation.

Who can look on't. Sir, and

fairly tell a man 'tis not a muddle? (Dickens 112)
Blackpool demonstrates that all of Coketown (and all of
industrial England) is entrenched in this muddle of society, and
in Hard Times it seems that Dickens has yet to offer the reader a
clear solution of how to get out of it.

Still, insight can be

gained by Blackpool's claim to know what will not solve the
dilemma portrayed in this novel:
The strong hand will never do 't.
never do 't.

Victory and triumph will

Agreeing fur to mak one side unnaturally

awlus and for ever right, and toother side unnaturally
awlus and for ever wrong, will never, never do 't. . .
Let thousands upon thousands alone, aw leading the like
lives and aw faw'en into the like muddle, and they will be
as one, and you will be as another, wi' a black impassable
world betwixt yo . . . Not drawin' night to folk, wi'
kindness and patience an' cheery ways, that so draws nigh
to one another in their monny troubles, and so cherishes
one another in their distresses wi' what they need
themseln like, I humbly believe, as no people the genelman
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ti'f'-r;

ha' seenin aw his travels can beat—will never do 't till
th' Sun turns t' ice (Dickens 113).
Bounderby responds to Blackpool's speech by firing him, thereby
indicating the amount of

kindness and patience an' cheery ways

tt

that he was prepared to distribute among his workers.
Blackpool's subsequent defeats by the Law, the trade union.
his employer. Tom Gradgrind, who frames Stephen for robbery, and
finally his fall into the Old Hell Shaft mine, make him an
industrial martyr.
himself, as

While he can envision a better life for

the star had shown him where to find the God of the

poor; and through humility, and sorrow, and forgiveness, he had
gone to his Redeemer's rest", he still dies in the muddle
(Dickens 205).
Har-d Times, it seems, is not merely an attack of Victorian
i

society and its institutions, but instead a statement on

\\the
J

excessive or oppressive uses to which these institutions are put
(Gray 3).

ft

In other words, Dickens does not challenge the

fundamental necessity of the existence of Coketown; however, he
does argue aggressively

\\

that [it] should be a better, a more

attractive and humane place than it is// (Gray 3).
early in the novel.

Dickens asks

\\
Who belonged to the eighteen denominations

[of churches in Coketown] tf (Dickens 17)?

He notes that it is

certainly not the laboring people who ignore the

w

barbarous

jangling of bells . . . gazing at all church and chapel . . . as
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a thing with which they had no manner of concern' (Dickens 17).
Thus, Hard Times is a condemnation of the underlying principles
of industrialization and the horrors of poverty and destitution
that it creates. Interestingly, in Hard Times Dickens is "rising
up against civilization itself as a disease, and declaring that
it is not our disorder but our order that is horrible" (Johnson
48).

For instance, it is not simply Tom-Al1-Alone"s of Bleak

House that must be demolished and destroyed.

Here, the entire

social system must be reevaluated and reworked.
Ultimately, Dickens suggests that "against the monstrous
cruelty of mind and mill and pit and factory and countinghouse.
against the bleak Utilitarian philosophy with which they were
allied, what power could there be except the flowering of the
human imagination and the ennoblement of the heart

(Johnson 63)?

The imagination and heart Dickens implies, as he does in his
earlier novels. is the only way Victorian England will free
itself from the muddle forever.

It can only be changed, however.

by the powers of the individual human spirit, one person and one
family at a time.
Sissy, who has lived with the Gradgrinds since childhood,
is the real representative of heart within the novel.

She is the

epitome of the alternative of Gradgrind's philosophy of fact,
placing emphasis on fancy. In addition. Sissy symbolizes
everything in human nature that "transcends the soul-crushing
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hideousness and mere instrumentalism of Coketown: she is
vitality, generosity, uncalculating goodness" (Johnson 51). The
circus world in Hard Times represents a world committed to the
imagination.

Its "horses are not fettered to mechanical routines

like the melancholy elephants in Coketown, and the circus people
know and understand them from experience, not from textbook
definitions of them" (Davis 173).

There is a

community among

the circus people, derived from another power of imagination, the
power to empathize with others" (Davis 173).

Sleary, the circus

master, sums up the philosophy of fancy when he tells Gradgrind
"that there ith a love in the world, not all Thelf-interetht
after all" and that fancy "hath a way of ith own of calculating
or not calculating, with Thome-how or another ith at leatht ath
hard to give a name to" (Dickens #) - These mysterious powers of
love, empathy, and imagination offer hope, comfort, and amusement
to the world.
In the end.

the two worlds [of the novel] confront each

other, the world of generous feeling and the world of
rationalized greed" (Johnson 59).

Ironically, it is through his

own heartless philosophy of fact that Gradgrind and his
are struck down; however, deeds of kindness
all.

ultimately save them

Tom realizes the error of his ways; yet, he dies abroad

without ever seeing Louisa's face again.

Sissy has a large and

happy family; and although Louisa never remarries.
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a

family

is able to

experience the joy and innocence and wonder of childhood through
Sissy's family.

These final scenes of Hard Times are

immeasurably important for the reader to determine the final
solution to Dickens' critique of the Victorian society.
there that can combat it?

What is

The tenets of love, kindness, and

imagination exist to fight.

I

52

a

CHAPTER V: A CHRISTMAS CAROL
In his "Preface" to A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens
states:
I have endeavored in this Ghostly little book, to raise the
Ghost of an Idea, which shall not put my readers out of
humour with themselves, with each other, with the season.
or with me.

May it haunt their house pleasantly (Dickens

Preface).
Dickens' // Preface // raises important questions for the reader.
What is this

w

Ghost of an Idea" to which Dickens refers?

what does he wish to "haunt their house pleasantly"?

With

It is

important to establish that A Christmas Carol is much more that a
simple Christmas tale of the glories of a Victorian Christmas.
Yes, this is there, but there is also so much more.
1843, Charles Dickens promised to strike a

Early in

\\
sledge-hammer blow .

. . on behalf of the Poor Man's Child" (Guida 30).

Indeed, there

can be no doubt that his "ghostly little book" delivered a mighty
blow for the poor and downtrodden—and all who read it-when it was
first published just in time for Christmas.
A Christmas Carol has many voices to be heard—voices
belonging to an increasingly large group mired in poverty, filth,
and despair.

Children and the voiceless lower class are groups
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longing to be heard in Victorian England.

In addition, A

Christmas Carol provides visual stimuli of Dickens" London as
impossibly overcrowded and lacking even the most basic provisions
of adequate housing and sanitation. These are the pictures of
Dickens' England—and these are the images found and the voices
heard in A Christmas Carol.
A Christmas Carol begins with a description of Scrooge as a
Bah! Humbug!" character filled with everything that dampens the
Christmas spirit-greed, selfishness, indifference, and a lack of
consideration for one's fellow man.

Heavily contrasted with his

own nephew, Fred, who is representative of the joy and good cheer
of the Christmas season, Scrooge refuses to take part in the
holidays as "he carried his own low temperature always about with
him . . . and didn't thaw it one degree at Christmas
6).

(Dickens

Both Fred and Bob Crachit, Scrooge's clerk, celebrate

Christmas as

a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time: the

only time [they] know of, in the long calendar of the year, when
men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts
freely

(Dickens 9).

In addition, the opening Stave (the "Carol" is divided into
Staves rather than chapters as though it were indeed a song) of
the novel is filled with commentary on the Poor Laws that were
governing the lower classes of the Victorian age.

When Scrooge

is approached by a pair of "portly gentlemen" about giving a
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donation to the

poor and destitute" who want for common

necessities and comforts in the season of Want, he adamantly
refuses, saying that the only "useful
workhouses (Dickens 11).

charities are prisons and

As they are still active and

operational, Scrooge is unwilling to offer money to provide
meat, drink, and means of warmth
means (Dickens 12).

for the poor through other

The effects of Scrooge's selfishness are

shown to have consequences for society: Ignorance and Want are
the children born to the world out of individual lack of concern,
and in Scrooge's world. destitute children like them and Tiny Tim
have no place.

When Scrooge tells the portly gentlemen that the

poor would be better to die and "decrease the surplus
population," Dickens was responding to the "political economists
of the time whose systems were partially based on the writings of
Thomas Maithus" (Glancy 60).

Interestingly, one of Thomas

Gradgrind of Hard Times son's is named Malthus.

In his

Essay on the Principle of Population (1803), Malthus had
argued that anyone who could not be supported by his
parents and could not provide labor that society requires
'has no claim of rights to the smallest portion of food,
and. in fact, has no business where he is (Glancy 60).
Through Scrooge's strong defense of the prisons and the
workhouses as the only options for the poor, Dickens exposes the
flaws of such an unfair system that essentially restrains the

55

lower class to a life in prison or in a workhouse. Also, Dickens
dismisses the excuses of the indifferent upper and middle classes
as irresponsible, selfish, and cruel defense.

A society in which

the masters are only concerned with the bottom economic line and
take no responsibility for the general welfare is a society that
promises death to its inhabitants.

Obviously, Dickens is seeking

to demonstrate that selfishness and greed have become the
dominant spirit of the age.
In Stave Two of A Christmas Carol, Scrooge is visited by
the Ghost of Christmas Past.
memory.

This Spirit is representative of

The aged appearance of the childlike figure seems to

touch upon the role of memory as the force that connects the
different stages of one's life.

In the beginning of the montage

of scenes, the younger Scrooge is a person still capable of the
ability to love, a person still in touch with his fellow man.
watches the people of his past and talks in a

He

most extraordinary

voice between laughing and crying; and to see his heightened and
excited face would have been a surprise to his business friends
in the city, indeed

(Dickens 34).

However, as the visions pass

before him, Scrooge watches himself become filled with greed.
selfishness, and an all-consuming love of money.

The shifting

scenes of Scrooge's past remind him of his first employer's
kindness to him. and how just as Mr. Fezziwig had power over him,
Scrooge now wields this power over Bob Crachit and his family.
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As Scrooge notes. [Mr. Fezziwig] has the power to render us happy
or unhappy; to make our service light or burdensome; a pleasure
or a toil . .
cost a fortune.

The happiness he gives is quite as great as if it
. I should like to be able to say a word or

two to my clerk just now" (Dickens 41).

Witnessing this

transformation does not leave Scrooge unchanged—the usually
hardened man is driven to tears, which seems to initiate the
process of melting away Scrooge's cold

bah-humbug" exterior.

The Ghost of Christmas Present is the second Spirit to
visit Scrooge in A Christinas Carol.

He is described as

clothed in one simple green robe . . . bordered with white
fur. . . . Its dark brown curls were long and free; free as
its genial face. its sparkling eye, its open hand, its
cheery voice, its unconstrained demeanor, and its joyful
air (Dickens 50).
The Ghost of Christmas Present serves as the representative of
the Christmas ideal—generosity, good will, and celebration.
Christmas should be a time of sharing one's riches—emotional.
spiritual, and monetary—with fellow man.

Dickens seems to

emphasize the fact that although a feast is a wonderful thing, it
is meant to be shared with loved ones.

In addition, the Spirit

also allows Scrooge to see the Cratchit family and to feel the
sorrow and hardships of their daily life. Scrooge knows nothing
about the Crachit family except that Bob makes 15 shillings a
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week.

By taking no interest or responsibility for his clerk's

situation, he

becomes morally responsible for Bob's inability to

afford medical treatment for Tiny Tim' (Davis 66).

Scrooge's

obsession with money has chained him to cash boxes and
caged Tim's legs in steel. . . . Unless he changes, Scrooge
and Tiny Tim will both die; their fates are linked.

The

condition of the poor is the responsibility of the rich
(Davis 67).
The family works long, long hours to put food on the table and
clothes on their back.

Their oldest children are forced to bear

responsibility for the family as well, as Martha is apprenticed
to a milliner and Peter frequently visits the pawn shop and will
soon be out working himself.

The scene at Bob Cratchit's humble

home is a pivotal one as Dickens uses the opportunity to
criticize the detached middle classes, as well as to give his
readers a sentimental, poignant view of the lower classes.

His

intent is to open the eyes of his readers to the harsh realities
of poverty.

They "were not a handsome family; they were not

well-dressed; their shoes were far from being water-proof; their
clothes were scanty" (Dickens 62).

The Cratchits serve as

Dickens' reminder to his readers that England's poor are all
individuals.

living beings with families and lives who should not

be swept out of sight.

And even in their most meager

surroundings, the Cratchits and Dickens find reasons
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to be joyful

in thei^ season of want.

Even with all that they lacked, "they

were happy/ grateful, pleased with one another, and contented
with ths time

(Dickens 63).

The holiday of Christmas could be

just as festive with a modest meal shared by the urban Crachit
family as with a large meal served in a vast country estate.
Following the view of the Cratchit family's Christmas
celebration, the Ghost of Christmas Present takes Scrooge to a
miner's home.

Similar to the Cratchits, these miners live in

poverty, in a house of "mud and stone

(Dickens 64).

Yet, they.

too, find reason to celebrate as they sing Christmas songs
gathered around a warm hearth.

At his nephew's Christmas party.

Fred and his guests are celebrating heartily.

Scrooge is shocked

to learn that of all the people in the world, Fred feels the most
sympathy for him—"I am sorry for him; I couldn't feel angry with
him if I tried.
(Dickens 67).

Who suffers by his ill whims? Himself, always"

As their journey continues, the Ghost takes

Scrooge to many more sites—and everywhere they went they left a
blessing in the place of sadness.
the impoverished made rich.

The sick are made cheerful and

In the final moments of their visit.

the Ghost of Christmas Present brings "two children; wretched.
abject, frightful, hideous, miserable
73).
Want.

from his robes (Dickens

It is a boy and a girl—personifications of Ignorance and
The Spirit tells Scrooge,

They are Man's," and forewarns

him of Doom if something is not done to help them (Dickens 74).
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Scrooge is forced to realize the emptiness of his own words, when
the Spirit tells him that their only resources are the prisons
and workhouses that Scrooge supports.
Finally, the visit of The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come
visits Scrooge and takes him to a series of locations in the city
in which people are talking of a dead man.
the name of the dead man.
to the Cratchits' home.

Scrooge never learns

In addition, the Spirit takes Scrooge

Scrooge immediately notes that it is
Soon,

much quieter than it was the last time that he was there.
he learns that Tiny Tim had indeed died.
leads Scrooge to a church yard.

Finally, the Spirit

The Spirit points toward a

freshly dug grave upon which the name EBENEZER SCROOGE is
inscribed on the headstone.

Appalled, Scrooge falls to the

ground and begs the Spirit to undo the events of the vision,
promises that

[he will honor Christmas in his heart, and try to

keep it all the year.
Future.

He

[He] will live in the Past, Present, and

The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me

to

truly live out the lessons which he has learned (Dickens 92).
The closing Stave of A Christinas Carol displays Scrooge as
a changed man.

Genuinely overjoyed and excited to be alive.

Scrooge encounters everyone to whom he was rude or cold in the
first Stave of the novel.

This time he exchanges his grumpy "bah

humbugs" for warm holiday greetings.

First, Scrooge sends the

Cratchits a huge turkey, gives Bob a raise, and asks Bob to order
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more coals, atoning for hi ® previous stinginess toward his clerk.
Then, Scrooge apologizes to the portly gentlemen and pledges a
lavish donation to his charity, wherein Stave One he threw him
out of his counting-house.

Scrooge also happily attends Fred's

party, where before he adamantly refused,
that even those

Dickens demonstrates

most
disheartened by life can transcend their

sorrow. One Kind deed, one compassionate act, one thoughtful
gesture is enough to change the course of an entire lifetime.
Dickens concludes that people need to love and be loved in order
to live fully-

The famous last words of the novel—"God bless us,

every one —conveys perfectly the feelings of good cheer and
generosity to which Scrooge awakens as his story unfolds and that
A Christinas Carol so celebrates (Dickens 100). Once again, it is
this love that Dickens suggests that can combat the ills of
poverty in Victorian England.
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CONCLUSION
What power exists to fight the battles of poverty in
nineteenth century England? Clearly, Charles Dickens views love
as the answer.

Kindness, benevolence, and imagination—above all,

virtue is the survivor in his novels.

While he attacks the

realities of poverty in his works, he also illustrates a deep
hope and commitment to the power of love to overcome the ills of
society.

While his novels celebrate Dickens as a true friend to

the poor. they also demonstrate his gift of appealing to the
heart.

His broad sympathy enables him to appreciate the good no

less that the bad.

Seeing vice and virtue with an equally

discerning eye, Dickens exhibits an ultimate faith in the power
of human love to fight along with him.

His uniqueness lies in

his emphasis on the power and glory of love coupled with the
power and horror of his contemporary English society,

It is this

combination of social despair and personal faith that makes
Dickens distinctive.

He clearly has a sufficient capacity to

distrust both society and social reform; however, he always
retains a deepening faith in the power of human love to overcome.
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